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Abstract

The following is a discussion and explanation of an attempt to break through the difficulties some students have in talking in new ways about their experience as student social workers. The ability to be critically reflective about one’s work is a key skill in social work and is seen to be a way to avoid routine procedural practice which can tend to lead one to not see people as individuals but rather as “cases” to be fitted into a system of services available.  However, “being reflective” in any real and meaningful sense can be hard in the extreme and trying to find ways of thinking about the work one has done and the impact on the service user and one’s own part in that work can become reduced to formulaic routine where one asks the same questions about the work and the style we use can become tired and just as uncritical as unanalysed work.   

Using disposable cameras as a way of getting the students to try to look at their world in a different way was felt to be an interesting method of moving away from the constraints of the written and spoken word and potentially offered a new and unusual (for social work students) way of seeing the world around them.  
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Introduction

This paper looks at one way of trying to help 3rd year undergraduate Social work students to develop their capacity for reflection.  I focus here on the use of disposable cameras as a method of helping students to think differently and, perhaps more freely about their work and its impact on them as both students and social workers. I will consider briefly, in my conclusion, how this might be of use in other subject areas but the main focus of this paper will be on the work done with BA social work students.  The students at University of Teesside doing the BA in social work follow a taught module called “Reflective Journal” from year one on. The module is linked in terms of assessment to their placement experience and runs throughout the three year degree course.  Throughout the course the student is asked to keep a reflective journal, which is not assessed, but is used to help them make sense of their learning across the year (s). A wide range of   teaching methods are used and the module is taught by a team of three, usually together, in the sessions.

Teaching students to be reflective is perhaps a laudable and worthwhile aim but how and whether it is possible to teach someone to be reflective is a different matter.  It is considered to be, almost unquestionably, a good thing and a skill essential to good social work practice (Lishman in Adams, Dominelli and Payne 2002). Also “reflection leads to self- knowledge and this is fundamental to the development of our professional practice” (Kuit et al. 2001p. 139).

Reflection as a key skill was set out as a requirement by the Central Council for the Education and Training of Social Workers (CCETSW) in 1996.  Later its position in the training and continuing development of social workers was reinforced by the Training Organisation for Personal Social Services (TOPSS) in 2002 where they require that practitioners should “critically reflect upon your own practice and performance …”

Having roots in a psychoanalytic tradition (Horner 2003) this did not conflict with a perception of how social workers might think about themselves and their work, although the practice of social work has changed in recent years (Gray and Askeland 2002).

Nonetheless, “reflection remains at the core of social work education”. (Rai 2006).
 The concept of being reflective has become a key skill to consider in higher education, not only within professional education but across the all subject areas (Light and Cox 2001). There is a wealth of literature about how to be reflective (Bolton 2005, Gitterman 2004, Goldstein 2001, Moon1999, 2004, Schon 1987) which we may use to help us in this pursuit.  Although my focus here is on social workers the method considered is applicable across many disciplines – (the references above talk about being reflective in a wide range of subject areas).  But it is also important to be clear that this is a journey which for some will be pointless (they will engage in it for strategic purposes only) and for some they will get so far but no further – perhaps we cannot all be reflective – or at least not to the same degree.  So part of the task it to offer ways which may help students to see the value of reflection –whether so that it will improve their work -or that they will learn the tricks because it will get them higher marks in assessments but , hopefully that they will see the value of it as a way of being (Goldstein 2001).  

So then the way the notion of reflection is taught to our students accepts that we start from the premise that initially they will be little more than descriptive and then descriptive with some level of analysis of what they did and, hopefully, moving beyond this to increasing levels of complexity.  That they have been making sense of the world is acknowledged but we want to make that “making sense” explicit so that it can be examined and critically reflected upon.  Explicitly in our understanding of the learning process we accept the need to scaffold the student.  In this constructivist view of learning “the teacher’s role is that of facilitator of the learning, and the prior ability and knowledge of the learner determines the learner’s approach to the learning task. This view conceives of a more active role for learners...” (Moon 1999 p.106).
In our teaching thus far, we have resisted using a formal model of reflection which we expect students to follow – which in some ways makes the task more difficult for the students, but on the other hand, allows them to discover their own personal style within the parameters we discuss.  Models are offered but there is no prescription.  So this means we tend to favour an “ill structured” (Moon 2004)  style of teaching where students make breakthroughs in their own understanding (or not).  

“The structure of the material of learning is related by implication to the intention of the learner to achieve meaningful learning” (ibid p.86). This also demands an increasing willingness on the part of the tutor to become less rigid in the structuring of the learning experience and to be more focussed on the process than the outcome. This style of shared learning experience is one considered by Light and Cox (2001 pp31-43) where they look at the notion of the lecturer as a change agent and that the learning is a social construction as a consequence of the learning environment.   Clearly this can cause some tension for both learner and teacher and demands some clear understanding of where we are heading from the tutor if the experience is not to feel completely like wading through mud!

The decision not to use one model can be linked, perhaps, to the fact that as social workers ourselves we have come from a wide variety of traditions of working and so have an awareness of the complexity of working with individuals and groups. The nature of the work our students will have to undertake is one that has always been in
 “an essentially contested and ambiguous position” (Parton 1997 p.6).  So in order to develop the notion of the understanding of that complexity within our students it makes no sense to offer one way of reflecting but rather to offer them a framework within which to try to make sense of their work.  This framework follows a constructivist model which provides the scaffolding for learning.  Moon (1999) offers a distillation of theories of learning when she suggests the following hierarchy:

Noticing
Making sense
Making meaning
Working with meaning
Transformative learning (p.116)


Teaching style

It is important, then, to consider further the understanding of what the learning process is, as seen by the tutor, in order to develop a coherent, if “ill structured”, environment for learning  what is a difficult and slippery concept – that of reflection.
Here it is important to state that we take a view of the learner which acknowledges the learner’s own experience of the world and seeks to help then make sense of new information and which the learner must try to weigh against what they know and to come to a new and, possibly, different understanding of the world through that process. Students never come without prior experience of some sort whatever their age.  Reflection can help the transformation of our framework of meaning.   
Vygotsky’s (in Berger 2004) notion of scaffolding is a core principle in the development of the curriculum, in that we try to develop a “zone of proximal development” for the students – challenging them beyond their current level of understanding but with enough support to make the attempt to reach further.  This also is reflected in the way the course is structured to guide the students thorough different “levels” of reflection over the three years of study. 

However the nature of the “ill structured” environment in which we wish to offer a variety of possibilities of coming to an understanding will mean that for some students they will necessarily feel a lack of scaffolding and will sometimes be unable to make sense of the support , such as it is.  In this process the student body, lecturers and the teaching material will all be sources of potential support. For Vygotsky social relations are key to the way we learn and the internalisation of that learning and “reflection is difficult when done in isolation” (Kuit et al 2001 p.139).
The process of reflection then is one of making sense and meaning and the pursuit of meaning through thinking about what we have seen, experienced and felt emotionally.  Within this process of meaning making it is crucial that we challenge the student so that they do not remain rigid in their experience and do not seek to merely assimilate all knowledge into their previous world view (Moon 1999).  But that also the students can engage in this process and feel that we are alongside them helping them to make sense of what they are learning.  By the final year of their course we are seeking for them to be able to synthesise their knowledge. So the framework we follow challenges students to consider their learning experience and to reach to a level of “transformative learning” or synthesis of knowledge.

The notion of disjuncture (Light and Cox 2001) is important in helping to develop this. This disjuncture seeks to cause a rift or break which challenges the student enough but not too much so that there is a struggle to make sense of the new information (Mezirow 1990).  
“For our experiences to develop us…….our world must be made to appear strange” (Bolton 2005 p.32). Offering an unusual method (photography) as a means of encouraging reflection can be considered in this way.  It follows our frame of asking students to first notice and then to develop an understanding beyond their initial reaction to the scene or event recorded.

Teacher’s role

The experience of “teaching” reflection will to some extent, I believe, if it is to have any meaning, also involve the process of reflection on the part of the tutor – so that the struggle for meaning of the context which we organise for our learners is one that we must continually think about, discuss, mull over and wonder about the impact it has had on both us and the learners. “It is not possible to set tidy session plans and learning objectives” (ibid p.35).   By accepting that although there is a structure but that within that overall structure we need flexibility and the capacity to try new and different ways of approaching problems we have to be able to evaluate the content and impact of each lesson, consider how we performed as lecturers within that lesson and try to make sense of what we intended and what we think was understood.  This makes for a fluid structure and little certainty in terms of what is delivered from week to week.  It also means that a method of intervention chosen which worked with one group may need to be reviewed in the light of experience with another group. What did we learn from that experience, why was it different, was it worthwhile, do we change the content or context?  Here the role of lecturer is not fixed as the one who purveys information, but must be much more fluid and open to negotiation.  As Kember (2000) suggest it is “now widely recognised that most of the work of professionals deals with issues or problems which have been variously described as ill-defined, wicked, messy, indeterminate or occupying the swampy lowland.” (in Kahn 2006).

 Having previously used cameras in the teaching of a course on loss and death (Jackson 2004) (where I wanted students to go to a cemetery and simply take pictures of whatever struck them as interesting without analysing why they were taking the pictures), and having used that method with some degree of success I wondered what, if anything it might add to the process of reflection.  If students were asked just to take photographs of anything which might represent in some way their own experience of social work practice, what would happen?

Using the cameras

Purpose of the exercise

The purpose and outcome of the exercise was not defined in the sense that students would be expected to produce anything in particular, but rather the idea was that, if instead of needing to find the words to describe the experience, but that one merely tried to record it with a series of images, the students would then be able to make more (or different) connections and make meaning from the images they had chosen.
“Visual images…allow subtexts to appear unwittingly” (Bolton 2005 p.6).
Although the students were given a broad remit to take pictures of what for them would be images of the experience of being a student social worker clearly there was some interpretation and selection even before they started to take photographs –but this seemed on some level to be a much freer way of meaning making than having to be completely tied to words. (Although the quotation below talks about the use of metaphor it is useful for us to consider, as metaphors are ways of making pictures in words.) “By paying attention to the metaphors we use, we can become critically aware of hitherto accepted and repeated world views” (ibid p.121).

Setting it up

Students were given a period of 8 weeks over which to take photographs and then we were to look at them as a group - they had their own pack of photos from which they were asked to select six which they felt most represented what they wanted to say - they were not asked to interpret to anyone else but to choose for themselves without explanation.  The next step was to lay these out around the room so that everyone could look at the images each had selected - here they could ask questions, make interpretation for themselves or others and comment generally on what they saw.  Many of them had chosen similar images – the use of piles of books was frequent – but the meaning of the pile of books was evidently not the same for each student – and conversations about the meaning of the content of the photographs began at this stage.  This rapidly moved on to the students discussing the process of taking the photographs – some of which was about the timing of the activity and whether that had allowed them to be able to record what they felt was the essence of the social work experience/student experience – but it also moved on to considering how although many images were the same they did not necessarily intend to convey the same meaning.  A serious and very lively debate about the nature of image and reality began with students talking about the construction of self and whether this would be false and if so how this connected to the social work value base.  In fact they discussed ethics spontaneously!

Group activity

The next step was to ask the group to come together to make a collective representation of the social work experience – they were to select three images – mostly due to the size of display paper available rather than any significant meaning – although there was also an element of trying to decide what was felt to be most significant to the individual.  Even the selection of the background paper then gave rise to an interesting and lively discussion.  There was a range of colours to choose from – reds, green, yellow and black. At first there was a decision to have a traffic light structure of red, amber, green to demonstrate a progression in thinking and ability and the importance of different aspects of the work –with the book learning was at the beginning of the experience.  However, very quickly this became open to question and discussion – what should be meant by green –was that a representation of the beginning of the student experience or was it the sign that they would now be moving on to be fully-fledged social workers.  Some wanted to ground the pictorial representation in the university experience but others were much more keen to see this as a representation of a moment in time where they were poised to go out and be social workers for real – but that this also meant that although the formal learning within the BA course would be at an end the learning process was not over.  This gave rise to discussions about whether a linear representation of the images was possible – could they be divided into separate sections representing the self, practice and theory or was a much more circular representation needed.  To some extent the final decisions about how the work was to be arranged was a compromise of how they felt about the experience on that day.  The colour of the paper was finally chosen to show off the images to best advantage rather than to represent a separate meaning of itself and images of books and the academic life were placed at the centre of the whole – although what this meant varied somewhat.  For some it represented the centrality of a clear theoretical understanding of the work which should always be based on clear well-thought through principles – for others it was the sense that their lives had been dominated by books for the past three years and that all other aspects of life had been pushed to the edges.

Thoughts and feelings

In the end the work that was produced was unsatisfactory in some ways as it could not completely express what each felt – but they made a collective, if uncomfortable for some, decision about a final representation.  They used no words to explain on the final collage and at that point allowed the images to speak for themselves.  
…“..photography may be used directly in social work training to equip students and social workers with a means to distance them from and to give different perspectives on their work and the policy behind it as a basis for reflecting critically upon it” (Gray and Askeland 2002).


Student comments on the experience

The students were asked to talk and reflect their impressions, thoughts and feeling about the exercise that had been given them. At first many felt that this was yet another thing to do in an already heavily packed and assessed final year and yet having undertaken the task all the students felt that it had been both helpful and worthwhile saying that they had used the process to think about their experience both personally and academically.  Some felt that they would have liked to have been given cameras much earlier in the course to record their thoughts from year one but in discussion with each other they tended to agree that it was unlikely they would have either used the method that early or really made sense of it -but that to have had the cameras earlier in year three would have been helpful – (they were given out in March).  They also suggested that showing the final image to year one might be useful to them in order for the new students to see the complexity of the task ahead.  I am not sure that this would be evident to them – but it could be interesting to listen to the debate it might stimulate with a less experienced group.

What was very clear from the activity was that students were able to struggle with meaning and making sense of their understanding of social work and by freeing them from the need to be held within the constraints of only the spoken or written word I feel they were able to range much more freely in their thinking and expression.  Getting it right seemed to be less of a concern and also from my own point of view the ability to let the students explore without guidance or looking to the tutor for the answer was very clearly in evidence.  This represented something the students “owned” and an ease with complex notions was something they demonstrated without needing to self censor or to compete over.  Perhaps that is over stating the case but there was something about physically moving the images about, juxtaposing different images to make new or different sense allowed those who might otherwise feel less able to express themselves coherently to join in the debate.


The next step and some final thoughts

Having tried this activity once and having been surprised and impressed with the quality of the reflective discussion which ensued the next step is to consider whether and how to use the activity again.  The group described above were a fairly cohesive cohort with a clear sense of “all being in it together”.  They were the first cohort of our new degree course, few in number and very vocal; and thus both interesting and challenging to work with.  The current final year is much larger in size and has less of a sense of being one group –it also contains a number of students undertaking the course part-time and so has a group within a group.  Nonetheless the use of cameras seemed to be a worthwhile activity to stimulate thinking and reflection so it will be undertaken again. The ability of the students to be able to comment about the learning process and to connect the various elements was particularly impressive.  I am sure the results will be different with another cohort, but that is not to say less interesting or less worthwhile.  The timing of the hand out of the cameras will be altered to take into account pressure of work and one of our current thoughts about how to look at the images is to consider the compilation of a scrap book – but this may constrain thought by need for explanation and will alter the nature of the group experience.  The size of the group makes the final activity of the group experience more difficult to manage and so may lead us to consider dividing the cohort into smaller groups – but this may constrain debate and sharing of ideas.

The experience taught us as lecturers the value of trying to work in a creative and unstructured way, trusting the process and trusting the students and, perhaps, illustrating that we had been helping them to make meaning throughout the past three years and that joining in the struggle to make sense of the learning process by looking at our own methods is valid and can prove fruitful.  The structure of noticing first and then moving through the subsequent stages makes all experiences available for learning, as the student does not initially have to be able to explain. Not having to have “the words” is useful in broadening the range of what can be a learning experience.  

It also caused us to think about how we might use the method in other settings and for other purposes. Some of these ideas have been shared within University of Teesside for teaching on nursing courses, with PGC (HE) students and Media studies.
Our BA (SW) students have to give a presentation based on their dissertation but which also incorporates a reflective element and it seems logical to consider how visual images might enhance this. It would be useful to be able to use a variety of media to demonstrate flexibility in their thinking and would also allow visual thinkers to lead us through their understanding. However in our current usage of photography the lack of an assessed element and the use of the group in the process of making meaning may perhaps allow for a freedom to experiment with ideas because, in terms of outcome, there is no penalty (low mark/fail grade) for getting it wrong.

 It also might be worth considering the use of photography in the compilation of progress portfolios (currently these are voluntary for students) - although this would require recording throughout the undergraduate career.  However with the increased access to digital and phone cameras this might be easily managed, but would then increase questions about the use to which the photographs were being put.  The advantage however of recording visually as you go along is that the arrangement and juxtaposition of images can lead to a new and deeper understanding not perceived at the time the photograph was taken. 

This paper does not have the space to consider these matters in any depth here but as we continue to use this method within the teaching of the reflective journal module the intention is to develop both the model and the uses to which we decide to put it.
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